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Research Agenda 
 

Life at the Extremes 2.0:  

Studying Historical Life Courses in the Netherlands and Taiwan 

 

From 28 until 31 October the NWO-MOST Joint Seminar ‘Life at the Extremes 2.0: A new 

research agenda for studying historical life courses in the Netherlands and Taiwan’ was 

organized. This seminar was made possible by the collaboration of  the Dutch Research 

Council (NWO), Ministry of Science and Technology (MOST), the Centers for Social Science and 

Humanities and the Institute for Sociology at Academia Sinica, and the Radboud Group for 

Historical Demography and Family History at Radboud University.  

 

During this seminar new research directions in comparative population history were explored 

and an innovative and long-term research agenda was created. Moreover, a joint committee 

was established which oversees and coordinates future research projects, applications for 

additional funding, joint sessions at conferences and publications in international peer-

reviewed journals. The seminar was a great success because of the input provided by 

international experts, who provided valuable perspectives and expertise. At the same time the 

presence and interest of many young academics ensures the continuation of the proposed 

research in the future. The joint seminar thus provided an opportunity to set an agenda to 

evaluate the models that now dominate our perception of the demographic history of the 

world, and to determine how we are able to go beyond what is currently known. The focus 

was therefore on broad research topics that are cutting edge. 

 

The remaining part of this research agenda first lists the goals of the joint committee. 

Thereafter, a short summary is given of the five research groups that were considered the most 

fruitful theme’s for collaboration between Taiwanese and Dutch scholars. Although the main 

focus of the seminar was to explore how The Netherlands and Taiwan can be compared, it is 

clear that extending the comparison to other areas can also be fruitful. The latter is the reason 

why also scholars from other countries are included in the research groups. In the near future 

we expect that all research groups will develop short and long term goals that will lead to new 

collaborative work, presentations and publications.  
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Organizing Committee 

It was decided that the organizing committee could best consist of two Taiwanese, two Dutch 

and two international (non-Dutch/Taiwanese) scholars. Ming-Chang Tsai (Academia Sinica), 

Chun-Hao Li (Academia Sinica), Jan Kok (Radboud University), Tim Riswick (Radboud 

University), Satomi Kurosu (Reitaku University) and Hao Dong (Peking University) were elected 

to be part of this committee for the next three years 2020-2023.  

 

Main goals of the organizing committee:   

 

• Creating and keeping an overview of the research groups, their coordinators, members, 

and goals.  

 

• Overseeing and coordinating applications for additional funding. 

o For example, Chiang Ching-kuo Foundation for International Scholarly Exchange 

(CCKF). 

 

• Coordinating the submission of joint sessions at conferences. The primary targets are: 

o European Society for Historical Demography Conference in 2021. 

o Social Science History Conference in 2021. 

 

• Coordinating publication of special issues / volumes. 

o Writing an article for Historical Life Course Studies (open access) on previous 

research using the Taiwan Historical Household Register Database and future 

research possibilities based on the NWO-MOST Joint Seminar.  

 

• Community building: organizing events and interaction with the social science 

community in the Netherlands and Taiwan, without surrendering the longstanding and 

precious relations internationally. 
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Research groups 

1. Health  

Much focus is on health because of the importance of physical, mental and social well-

being. When differences in health can be found among societies, households and 

individuals this also points at inequality. Although this research group will study 

inequalities in health in various ways, , the first goals are to focus on intergenerational 

transmission of longevity in extended households. It is clear that the longest-lived 

individuals in this world pass on their survival advantages to their offspring. The Taiwanese 

case offers a unique opportunity to distinguish between the behavioral and biological 

determinants of longevity. Because children were adopted into extended households, 

offspring sets had different genetic predispositions, but shared upbringing. This allows us 

to test the effects of instilled behavior in a novel design, where not separate indicators – 

literacy, education, ethnicity, etc. – are measured, but the combined effect of ALL possible 

non-biological effects. These results can also be compared with earlier findings from other 

countries, such as the Netherlands.  

 

Coordination:  

• Rick Mourits (Utrecht University)  

• Wenshan Yang (Academia Sinica) 

 

Goals and deadlines:  

• To write a grant application for the Healthy Longevity Global Grand Challenge of 

Academia Sinica. (14-2-2020) 

• Check if it is possible to get access to the individual dates of death for the people who 

are recorded in the Taiwanese Historical Household Database.  

 

Other members: 

• Tim Riswick (Radboud University) 

• Ming-Chang Tsai (Academia Sinica) 

• Chun-Hao Li (Yuan Ze University & Academia Sinica) 
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2. Fertility and the Life Course 

There are still many debates about what determines how many children couples will have. 

Much research focuses on fertility behavior and outcomes, but often does not connect the 

present with the past. A long term study would be beneficial, and it would be possible on both 

an individual and aggregate level for the Netherlands and Taiwan by looking at the life course 

as a whole through the reproductive career. Sequence analysis has proved to be a fruitful 

approach this and this will be further explored in a comparative setting. 

 

Coordination:  

• Hilde Bras (University of Groningen) 

• Alice Cheng (Academia Sinica) 

• Xingchen Chiachi Lin (TamKang University) 

 

Goals and deadlines:  

• To create a research plan to compare fertility behavior across societies.  

 

Other members: 

• Martin Kolk (Stockholm University) 

• Ingrid van Dijk (Lund University) 
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3. Accessibility of the Taiwanese Historical Household Register Database (THHRD)  

The Taiwanese household registers of the Japanese colonial period are outstanding in quality, 

and may even be the best in the world to study population processes. A great effort was put 

into digitalizing these registers and creating the THHRD. Yet, relatively few people use the 

information in this database because of the complexity and invisibility of the database. In 

addition, access is quite restricted at this moment. This research group will therefore focus on 

how to make the database more visible and accessible to the academic community. This will 

be done by making an online ´demonstrator´ showing the possibilities of the database. 

Furthermore, the group  will look at two ways to make it easier to use the database. First, by 

creating teaching materials. Second, by investigating possibilities to create an Intermediate 

Data Structure. This makes comparative research easier as it makes it possible to use the same 

code to analyze the same questions for different datasets.  

  

Coordination:  

• Chun-Hao Li (Yuan Ze University & Academia Sinica) 

• Tim Riswick (Radboud University)  

• Paul Puschmann (Radboud University) 

 

Goals and deadlines: 

• Creating of a demonstration sample of the Taiwan Historical Household Registers 

Database (THHRD). 

• Discussion about how to give limited access to the database, and see if it is possible 

to create a public release that could be placed at database repositories. 

• Grant proposal to put the THHRD into the Intermediate Data Structure.  

• Create teaching materials for junior scholars about how to use the THHRD.  

• Examine if the application of Taiwan Historical International Standard Classification of 

Occupations is possible for other Asian regions.  

• Keep ensuring an institutional home of the database and program for historical 

demography.  

 

Members: 

• Xingchen ChiaChi Lin (TamKang University) 

• Yulin Huang (Academia Sinica) 

• Jan Kok (Radboud University) 

• Cameron Campbell (Hong Kong University of Science and Technology) 

• Wenshan Yang (Academia Sinica)  

 

 



7 
 

4. Sources before, during and after the Japanese colonial period in Taiwan 

The focus of most scholars has been on the household registers during the Japanese colonial 

period. There are, however, many ways in which the information in these registers can be 

enriched by other sources. For example, more knowledge about the (economic, cultural and 

environmental) historical context could be obtained by looking at censuses, surveys and so on 

at the township level. Moreover, by going beyond the Japanese colonial period a new 

perspective on historical developments in individual life courses and family history may be 

given. Lastly, sources about Taiwan in Japanese archives (such as manuals for registration and 

surveys) should also be looked for.  

 

Coordination:  

• Ann Heylen (Normal National Taiwan University)  

• Hill Gates (Stanford University) 

 

Goals and deadlines:  

• Create an overview of the materials that are still available from previous research 

from Arthur P. Wolf and Hill Gates (1/1/2020). 

• Create an overview of sources that could be linked to the Taiwan Historical Household 

Registers.  

• Create a ‘reading list’ dealing with family life, demography, health during the 

Japanese colonial period. This can form a common ground for researchers.   

• Examining if family genealogies can be connected with the information we have from 

the household registers.  

 

Other members: 

• John Shepherd (University of Virginia) 

• Yulin Huang (Academia Sinica) 

• James Wilkerson (National Tsing Hua University) 
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5. Skylines. A Comparative Historical Demography of Cities 

Most historical demographic studies focus on rural areas on much of our understanding is 

therefore actually based on (variations of) rural historical life courses across the world. The 

questions is, if actually this understanding is not too simplistic as the circumstances – and in 

turn choices and constraints – in cities were often very different compared to rural areas, just 

like individual life courses. This research group will therefore try get a clear idea where data is 

available to compare cities. This will make it possible to examine how cities in the East and 

West may be similar and different by making a differentiation on the type of cities.   

 

Coordination:  

• Jan Kok (Radboud University)  

• Xingchen ChiaChi Lin (TamKang University) 

 

Goals and deadlines:  

• Creating an overview of cities where data/information is available for.  

• Creating a research proposal.  

 

Other members: 

• Tim Riswick (Radboud University) 

• Hill Gates (Stanford University)  
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6. Remaining topics for research 

Other topics that may be of interest in the future and connect with the larger identified 

theme’s:  

• Comparisons of the impact of (Japanese) colonial forces on demographic behavior: 

Sangkuk Lee (Ajou University). 

o Comparing Korea, Taiwan and Japanese settlers.  

• Going beyond Han Taiwanese populations: Shujuo Chen (National Museum of Nature 

Science). 

o Taiwan Aboriginals.  

• Marriage and remarriage in the East/West in connection with fertility.  

• Comparative research on non-marital births/illegitimacy: Li-Hsuan Cheng (National 

Chengchi University). 

• The influenza epidemic of 1918.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


